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Abstract 
The paper aims to outline and evaluate the current process of reaching gender equality in the
representation of women in the Polish legislature. 
Following a brief overview of the barriers women face in becoming representatives and the
position of women in the political life of Poland under transformation, the changes in the level of
women’s representation and women’s political activity around last parliamentary elections
(2001) will be analysed. The paper will outline the previous legislative proposals and the process
of lobbing for the increase in the levels of women’s representation in political life at the party-
level and in civil society. Finally, currently advocated ways of reaching parity democracy in
Poland will be assessed and additional or alternative solutions will be offered. The Bill on Equal
Status of Men and Women, currently in the legislative process will be presented, together with
other strategies that could constitute the building blocks of a comprehensive government strategy
to further the opportunities of women in entering the political decision-making process. 
March 2003 
Contents: 
1. Introduction ..............................................................................................................................4 
2. Framing the problem of inadequate representation of women .................................................5 
3. Barriers women face in being elected to office ........................................................................8 
4. The background to the problem: women in politics in transitional Poland ............................12 
5. The developments: the elections of 2001…………………………………………………….14 
6. From the problem to the solutions: policy evaluation and recommendations ........................21 
7. Conclusion ..............................................................................................................................24 
List of tables and figures: 
1. Figure 1. Legislative recruitment process.................................................................................8 
2. Table 1. Women in the legislature in communist Poland .......................................................12 
3. Table 2. The participation of women in the legislature in Poland under transformation ......12 
4. Table 3. Women on candidate lists for Parliament, major parties in election 1997 ..............13 
5. Figure 2. The percentage of seats in the parliament by party and gender, elections 2001 ....15 
6. Table 4. Percent of women candidates on electoral lists for Sejm by party in election 2001 17 
1. Introduction 
The problem of inadequate representation of women in political decision making remains
unsolved in many established democracies around the world, and, with the exception of the
Scandinavian countries, the progress is often slow and gains are uncertain. However, numerous
countries have decided to employ some special mechanisms to change the existing state of
affairs, in recognition of the principle of gender-balanced representation as a necessary step
towards eliminating the discrimination of women in public and economic life. 
In, Poland, as in many other post-socialist states, this demand raises much controversy due to the
backlash against the supposed communist principle of ‘women’s liberation’ which included
quota for women in parliament. Yet, the exclusion of women from the decision-making in the
initial period of transformation, coupled with increasingly patriarchal and conservative political
attitudes displayed in public life, have made the demand for a more gender-balanced
representation as relevant in Poland as in other democracies. In an article dedicated to women’s
candidacy at the national elections, a Polish feminist philosopher stated this argument most
explicitly: 
‘I, personally, do not wish to see a parliament, in which sit my supposed representatives
(almost all) of male gender, because I am becoming convinced that we [women] really
have different interests, needs, different ways of understanding the world, different
hierarchies of values, aims, different conceptions of politics, the function of the family,
childcare, different notions of upbringing, economic priorities, different role models.’
This quote states a number of arguments for the inclusion of women into decision making based
on a perception of women’s difference. Apart from the theorisation of women’s difference and
the feminist critique of gender relations, the demand for more gender-balanced representation
need to be based on the understanding of the actual barriers women face on their path to political
career and full empowerment, which is the perspective adopted in this paper. However, the
concept of barriers prompts the focus on three key areas of study: institutions where barriers
occur, the process in which they occur and the main actors involved. The institutions studied
may include the legislature and the political parties, and the process is that of candidate selection,
while decision-makers involved in making the selection at its various stages are the actors we are
interested in. 
This paper aims to outline and evaluate the current process of reaching gender equality in the
representation of women in the Polish legislature. The key arguments for the inclusion of
women, and the conceptualisation of barriers preventing this inclusion are outlined in the first
two sections of this paper. The following two sections analyse the developments in the area of
women’s representation in the legislature over the past ten years. In particular, women’s position
on candidate lists and actions aimed at improving it are described. The final section aims to draw
conclusions from the Polish case by outlining the possible solutions and evaluating the proposed
ones. It also tries to offer recommendations on what strategies could be used to dismantle the
existing barriers and open up more opportunities for the inclusion of women into the young
legislature. 
2. Framing the problem of inadequate representation of women 
The idea of representation lies at the heart of democracy. In simple terms, representation refers to
the actions of elected public officers, who are responsible for both governing the nation as well
as representing the interests of their constituents. The gender of the representative has
traditionally been perceived as either totally irrelevant to office or an outcome of a natural
hierarchy of sexes where husbands exercised control over their wives and, consequently,
engaged in representing their interests in the public sphere. In practice they were also engaged in
a style of governance that perpetuated their control over the public and private spheres, over
material and cultural resources and also justified women’s exclusion from political power.
Women were successfully excluded from an independent articulation of their interests in the
public sphere and from a whole range of rights by virtue of being denied first suffrage, and then
education and resources and social approval necessary to hold public office. 
The understanding of the impact of gender on representation has changed significantly as an
outcome of the feminist critique of social relations. Gender being one of the most fundamental
differences between human beings with impact on all spheres of their private and social life, it is
not inconceivable that many women have become aware of the need to be represented by
women. 
As far as the research on women in parliaments in industrial democracies suggests, there are
several main justifications for the inclusion of women into the legislature. For example, four
reasons of why women need to gain greater representation in parliament as given by Judith
Squires are: democratic justice, maximisation of resources, representation of special interests of
women and providing role models for future female politicians. 
For the purpose of this paper, I have grouped the arguments into three key types: 
1. Arguments pertaining to democratic values: exclusion of women from the
political decision making is bad for democracy 
2. Arguments pertaining to the perception of women’s interests: the exclusion of
women from public sphere and politics is bad for women 
3. Arguments pertaining to development: exclusion of women results in an
ineffective use of resources, skills and opportunities for progress, with material
effects for the well-being of the whole society. 
The first type of argument is related to the changing notions of representation. For example, in
discussing representative democracy, Pitkin states that citizens need to have a real input into the
work of their representative government: ‘we show government to be representative not by
demonstrating its control over its subjects but just the reverse, by demonstrating that its subjects
have control over what it does’. This is key to a successful democracy because ‘for community
to exist and persist, its members and subdivisions must benefit from its existence, have an
interest in its perpetuation’. Yet, without a substantial number of women among the
representatives, there is little chance for women to have any distinct input into the shaping of the
common good. Moreover, a male-dominated representation is not a truly ‘representative
democracy’ at least in the sense that women are only ‘passive recipients’ not perceived as
capable of independent judgement and are merely being ‘taken care of’. The slogan used widely
in Poland by women’s groups stating that ‘democracy without women is half a democracy’
represents this argument most succinctly. 
The second type of argument relates to women’s interests. It states that women need to be better
represented then they have been so far because they are one of the groups marked by political
exclusion and marginalisation. Although they represent a majority of the society, this exclusion
has been so persistent that women still do not have an equal status to men in all aspects of social
and economic life. According to Phillips, it is therefore relevant to ask the question, ‘to what
extent the disadvantaged groups are actually present in the polity and how balanced the
representation actually is’. It is in this sense that we can talk about a change in the idea of
representation, from the ‘politics of ideas’ to the ‘politics of presence’. 
It is important to bear in mind that this preoccupation with groups or identities is not to distract
from what the parliamentarians actually do by concentrating on who they are, but it is meant to
enhance the effects of their work by taking better into consideration the interests of those whose
experiences they share. Therefore, when we talk about the lack of women in political decision-
making, we are arguing not only for a ‘politics of presence’ but also for a ‘politics of impact’ that
will be generated by their presence. This mirrors the conceptual change from the principle of
equal opportunities to the notion of equal impact that balanced participation of men and women
would bring.’ This principle was introduced in the Platform For Action of the Fourth World
Conference on Women in Beijing, in 1995 and was subsequently adopted by the European
Union, in developing gender mainstreaming mechanisms within national and international
institutions. 
Another way to understand women’s interests is to look at more concrete claims made on the
basis of some studies on female politicians and their work. It is to some extent supported by
research and interviews with both male and female politicians that certain problems are not
prioritised or considered at all if there are no adequate women’s voices in the parliament. Bochel
and Briggs give the example of an act against female circumcision and an attempt to abolish
taxation on sanitary products both undertaken by female MPs in Westminster, while the
difficulty in extending the women’s right to cheap contraception or legislation affecting divorce
and alimony rights are examples from the Polish parliament’ women’s lobby. Numerous
similarly women-directed policies and programs have been adopted by the Scottish parliament
thanks to the 37%-strong female representation. At minimum, it requires a women’s political
lobby to make male politicians pay attention and affect the appropriate legislation. 
Another group of arguments pertains to the notion of development or progress. It is a well-
supported claim, that the welfare of children, for example, will not be improved without
targeting women as agents of development. Similarly, the risks of poverty and social dislocation
that affect women in often-disproportionate ways will not be removed without women’s
involvement as agents in the process. In societies undergoing economic and political transition,
such as in Central and Eastern Europe the argument can be made that the benefits of this change
will not be adequately utilised without the full participation of women: 
‘The best-case scenario for human development holds that women, representing more
then half of the population of the region, must be fully empowered as agents of change.
(...) Women are best able to espouse their own interests, and the whole of society is more
effectively served if all its constituents are equally represented in the process of change
and decision making.’ 
On a more practical level, women can be considered as an untapped pool of resources, whose
skills should be made better use of. For example, research into female politicians in transitional
Poland, shows that those women may well be better prepared for public life then their male
counterparts, they are better educated (as is the majority of younger female population) and have
more experience in office then an average male MP. The Polish women parliamentarians, for
example, have been proven to be more likely to be re-elected to office then their male
counterparts. Already in 1993 elections, despite the low numbers of women candidates and their
low placing on the lists, the average votes cast for them was higher then the votes cast for men.
Indeed, some research suggests that even when severely outnumbered, women politicians can be
very visible and effective in their work as legislators. 
In order to achieve any positive change in the current situation, the inclusion of adequate
numbers of women often theorised as a ‘critical mass’ or ‘critical minority’ of at least 30% of the
legislature is necessary. However, if we want to understand both the reasons for the present
situation: and the existing opportunities for change, we need to consider several issues more
thoroughly. Firstly, we need to have a good overview of the barriers women face in a political
system that prevent them from entering political-decision making in adequate numbers. This
general understanding should shed light on the actual Polish case. Secondly, we need to
understand the history of women’s involvement in politics and structural and cultural factors of
the Polish case over the transition period (bearing in mind the specific post-communist legacy as
well). This is to see what barriers exist in this particular polity, and what opportunities have
arisen that women have tried to take advantage of, and how successful they have been in
generating some change. Based on this, we will be able to list the available solutions, evaluate
current proposals for action and suggest an alternative strategy. 
3. Barriers women face in being elected to office 
Women in all political system face numerous barriers on their way to public office, which until
relatively recently was practically if not formally closed to them. Understanding these, in theory
as well as in actual cases will offer the best way forward in formulating successful strategies for
change. Usually, the barriers are classified into cultural, social, economic, bureaucratic and
political obstacles. My focus is on the institutions involved, the selection process and the agents
of this process. The selection process and its interaction with institutions and actors were best
theorised by Richard Matland. Based on his work, the selection process can be shown in a graph: 
Figure 1. Legislative recruitment process 
This is a very useful overview as it allows us to focus on existing barriers within the recruitment
process, the actors involved and the main structural and institutional factors. Thus, the three
barriers are: 
1. Pre-selection barrier of promoting oneself to become involved in party politics and
become an aspirant. Here, the decision-makers are the women eligibles themselves and
their decision is constrained by the overall structural, cultural and party factors as well as
ambition skills and resources necessary to make the decision. (Barrier 1 in figure 1) 
2. Selection and placement barrier is when the party gatekeepers (party senior officials on
various levels or party members) make it possible or impossible for women to be a
candidate and also decide from which position she may be running. (Barrier 2 in figure 1) 
3. Election barrier is the final decision by the voters to support a particular party or, where
possible, particular women candidates who will become their representatives. (Barrier 3
in figure 1) 
Among the first level of barriers, the most powerful is the impact of societal culture, in
particular, persisting gender stereotyping of the public sphere as a sphere of men’s activity and
the perception of politics as ‘men’s business’ or ‘dirty business.’ Facing the force of deeply held
stereotypes and beliefs is not easy, and successful female politicians are still believed to be ‘un-
feminine’ or, they are even perceived as ‘honorary men’. That is why, most women give up a
chance of a political career very early on in the selection process, already at the level of
individually motivated decision to become a candidate. 
Then, if they do reach the level of aspirants, economic reasons, such as women’s less paid jobs
and smaller access to large funds necessary for a successful campaign put them at a
disadvantaged position. Social reasons, particularly the expectation placed on women to maintain
all family duties; take care of both children and the household, make political career extremely
difficult. Indeed, a decision to take up office often ends in a divorce, and only those women who
are older and have grown up children or those few who have a partner dedicated to the running
of a household can afford a smoother political career. Needless to say, the stress and guilt women
politicians experience due to these social factors is not shared to the same extent by men who are
not normally expected to take care of all the everyday needs of the family. Considering these
difficulties, many potential female candidates are indirectly prevented from taking up political
career. 
The institutional barriers in the middle of the selection process affect women who have already
made a decision to run for office or those who are potentially interested in becoming a
representative. The level of political party as an institution promoting or constraining women’s
selection is my main focus in this paper, as parties are undoubtedly the main channels through
which women can be elected and are the key gatekeepers to public office. But, as an institution, a
party and its actors are subject to both internal and external constraints, which affect the
selection of women. 
Externally, a party is embedded in the political culture and the electoral system, which dictates
the limits of its activity, and constrains the scope of its internal rules. This is the environment in
which the party has to function, but so is the political and societal culture, in a less tangible way.
Thus, the type of electoral system and the presence or absence of regulation such as national
quota for women or gender equality legislature play a role as much as all the stereotypes of
women’s roles. 
For example, the majority system with single member constituencies produces strong political
parties and lower turnover in the legislature. Women in countries with those systems face direct
competition with men in the party in their fight for the one electoral mandate, and parties do not
feel the need to present a ‘balanced ballot’ to the electorate. On the other hand, multi-member
proportional representation systems, particularly those with big assemblies and multi-member
constituencies encourage the parties to present more balanced ballot. That means that several
women on each list still leave space for male candidates to be elected and the candidates compete
as teams since there are numerous positions within each constituency that can be filled by both
male and female MPs. But, for this to happen, there needs to be a social expectation of a
balanced ballot, rather then one comprised of several male candidates. That is, women and
gender equality must be seen as necessary for democratic representation and must be publicly
demanded. 
Then internal constraints are the internal selection rules and all the regulations and informal
practices of the party as an institution, and at its top, as a group of decision-makers. In particular,
the presence or absence of gender equality perspective in the internal statutes and the presence or
absence of mechanisms promoting women in the internal selection regulations are of paramount
importance for women in the selection process. Among internal constraints we could also list the
actor-based constraints, that is the opinions of the party leadership on gender equality and the
style of decision-making processes they promote (whether highly controlled, formalised and
centralised, or de-centralised, informal). 
There is also the final stage of the selection process, where the voters decide the final outcome of
the elections. Here the chances of electing women are still decided by societal culture (voters
opinion of and support for women as politicians) and certain aspects of the electoral system, in
particular the voting and counting procedure (whether open or closed ballot) and the process of
the electoral campaign that might affect voters’ opinion. The voters have more impact on the
final outcome in an open-ballot system in as much as they can nominate particular individuals
whom they want to see winning by putting a mark next to their name. Interestingly, this system
is not considered as advantageous for women as the closed ballot, since women candidates must
be individually rather then automatically nominated for office, and the prevailing assumption is
that most voters traditionally would vote for men. However, this may change if there is an
explicit pro-women campaign going on, and similarly, it may revert back to voting for men if a
backlash situation or a negative campaign takes place. 
In institutional terms, PR systems in have been increasingly advantageous to the increase in
women’s representation over the past twenty years because they produce more representational
democracy and prevent the formation of strong parties and low turnovers in legislature. On the
key party level, it is the parties that have clear, formal rules of candidate selection, whether
centralised or decentralised that are theorised as more advantageous to women since it is possible
for women to learn, use and challenge the existing rules only when the rules are clear. But it is
also important to note that other some structural factors have also been theorised as positively
related to women’s political participation. In particular, the level of economic development,
women’s participation in the labour force, the presence of a strong women’s movement and
absence of large Catholic population are all thought to play a role play a role. 
All of the above mentioned factors and all three main barriers should be taken into account in
studying the particular case of transitional Poland. It makes the case particularly interesting,
since both ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ factors seem to be present. Among ‘positive factors’ we
could enumerate the PR electoral system with a big assembly and multimember constituencies.
The electoral system of Poland has been undergoing some changes, and most recently, electoral
thresholds have been raised and country lists have been abandoned. At present, the system
favours stronger parties, though it is quite representational. The voting system is an open ballot,
allowing voters to choose the representative from any place on the list. Among ‘positive factors’
outside the political system, the strong participation of women in the labour force should be
mentioned. A ‘negative factor’ would be the presence of a large Catholic majority, economic
transition leading to a ‘feminisation of poverty’, and a very young women’s movement. The
communist legacy of ‘women’s liberation’ has added a very pronounced dislike of quota systems
on electoral lists. While acknowledging the complex and interrelated nature of the constraining
and enabling factors, the emphasis of this study will be on political parties as main institutional
barriers for women’s participation. Organisations competing with and challenging political
parties such as cross-party or civil society groups taking part in the election campaign will also
be discussed. 
4. The background to the problem: women in politics in transitional Poland
4.1 Women in the legislature 
Although women were present in the legislature of Poland under communism, up to the level of
23% of female MPs they tended to be pushed into supplementary positions and they represented
lower then average educational background. As a result, political decision-making remained the
prerogative of men. Most authors state that women’s presence was a marker of the ideological
commitment of the communist state to gender equality, which did not translate into actual equal
standing of women in society. It is also often pointed out that women were absent from higher -
ranking positions both in the legislature and in the party structure. More interestingly, as shown
by Fuszara, when the parliament seemed to assume some real decision making power, in periods
of political thaw, women’s participation decreased sharply, reaching record low of 4% in 1956. 
Table 1. Women in the legislature in communist Poland 
Yet, if the presence of women under communism marked the ideology of women’s liberation, we
may equally say that in the 1990s, during political transformation, it was the absence of women
that showed the emerging model of mainstream politics, with the right-wing ideology explicitly
relying on the re-traditionalised model of family life, and an increasingly Catholic
fundamentalist view of women. The participation of women fell sharply with the removal of
quotas immediately post 1989 and in all free terms of Parliament in the first decade of
transformation the percentage of women MPs did not exceed 13%. Data for the free terms of
legislature (including the restored Senate) in 1990s is shown in table: 
Term Years Women 
MPs 
1 1952-1956 17%
2 1956-1961 4%
3 1961-1965 13%
4 1965-1969 12%
5 1969-1972 13%
6 1972-1976 16%
7 1976-1980 20%
8 1980-1985 23%
9 1985-1989 20%
10 1980-1991 13%
Table 2. The participation of women in the legislature in Poland under transformation 
4.2 Marginalisation of women in political parties 
It is within the political parties that the marginalisation of women’s rights, skills and experiences
has been most visible during first years of transformation. The small number of women in office
was largely due to the formal and informal functioning of political parties in the newly
democratised Polish state. On the formal level, until 1997 no party introduced special
mechanisms promoting women’s chances of election. According to Izabela Jaruga-Nowacka,
two parties (Labour Union and SLD) declared a will to achieve a more balanced gender
representation within the party structures, with little manifest effect until 2000. On the other
hand, the informal rules of candidate selection, the style of party leaders and the conservative
views of the parties’ rank and file members made women’s political career fraught with
difficulties. Thus, although the Polish electoral system is one that was potentially most open to
women, they were underrepresented on the electoral lists and situated on bad positions. 
Fuszara, who undertook a study of 1997 elections in terms of women’s representation, analysed
numbers of women on party lists. Thus, women constituted 16% of all candidates (1058 out of
6615) for the Sejm and 11% of candidates for the Senat (56 out of 521). Only one party had
introduced internal, voluntary quota of 30% minimum women’s presence on party lists (Labour
Union), but was able to achieve the level of 25% of women on the electoral lists. The break-up of
women’s share of the candidacy shows clear differences between particular parties: 
Table 3. Women on candidate lists for Parliament, major parties in election 1997 
However, the key aspect determining women’s success was the position of women on the lists.
Particularly looking at the national list composition, Fuszara notices wide discrimination of
women: Solidarity Electoral Action (AWS) had no women among the top thirty candidates,
Term Years women 
MPs
Term women 
senators
1 1991-1993 10% 2 8%
2 1993-1997 13% 3 13%
3 1997-2001 13% 4 12%
Party Percent of women
Labour Union (UP) 25%
Freedom Union (UW) 18.50%
Bloc For Poland 15%
The Alliance of Democratic Left (SLD) 15%
Polish Agrarian Party (PSL) 13,82%
Movement for The Reconstruction of Poland (ROP) 12.70%
Solidarity Electoral Action (AWS) 10.90%
Union of Real Politics (UPR) 9%
altogether it had 5 women out of seventy candidates. Polish Agrarian Party (PSL) did not place
any women among the top twenty candidates, and only 4 altogether. Freedom Union (UW) had
one woman in the top ten, and then three, four and three in the next tens. The Alliance of
Democratic Left (SLD) did not put many women on their national list (11) but they placed them
high on the list, while Union of Labour (UP) had higher percentage of women altogether (19 out
of 70) and two in the top ten. 
4.3 Women’s non-mainstream political activities 
However, the effect of the initial decrease of women’s participation in politics and particularly
the style and content of the public debate related to women’s issues in which women were
initially pushed to the margin, both as a social group and as political representatives of this group
inadvertently caused the formation of a women’s movement. Women started to mobilise
politically for better representation of their interests. 
One group which undertook pioneering work for the promotion of women in politics was the
informal association “Women Can Do It’ (Grupa Nieformalna ‘Kobiety Te?’) created by active
professional women and inspired by two female ambassadors in the early 90’s (the ambassador
of Norway and United States). The group, created in 1993 was the first to focus explicitly on
promoting the participation of women in public life in order to make politics more open for
women and make female politicians more women-oriented. They began their actions by focusing
on women in local elections, organising conferences and workshops, translating and distributing
practical publications on running in elections. Their actions were also directed at promoting
gender equality in the media. For example, in 1999 the group organised a competition for an
article on gender equality, they have also organised conferences on the Bill on Equal Status and
on the women’s perspective on EU integration, both of which took place in the parliament. Some
of the group’s members belonged to various political parties and had political careers while
others were professionals not belonging to any party. The group members, apart from their
professional and political activities, had direct input into the formation of some of the most
active women’s NGOs. Perhaps the most important aspect of this women’s initiative was
creating another formula of women’s political activity across and outside party lines becoming
the first example of a political coalition of women specifically dedicated to bringing women back
into decision-making positions. 
5. The developments: the elections of 2001 
5.1 The parliamentary elections of 2001 
The most noticeable development of the last parliamentary elections is the rise in the number of
women MPs from 13% in the 1997-2001 term to over 20% and an even more noticeable rise
form 13% to 23% among women senators. Altogether, there are 93 women deputies out of 460
and 22 women senators out of 100. Thus, women’s participation in the Sejm rose by 35% and in
Senat by 43%. The increase in women’s participation can be noted across the political spectrum,
with the notable exception of the PSL (the agrarian party) which did not introduce a single
woman MP for a third time running. Numerically, most women candidates got into Parliament
with the winning coalition of Democratic Left Alliance and Labour Union, (55 women). As far
as the proportion of female members of parliamentary clubs is concerned, the most female
dominated club is also the smallest - the ultra-right League of Polish Families, the smallest club
in the Sejm which has 10 female MPs out of 36 (thus 36% of women). The graph below shows
these proportions for each party in the parliament: 
Figure 2. The percentage of seats in the parliament by party and gender, elections 2001
As far as the background of the elected female politicians is concerned, out of 93 women MPs 79
(nearly 85%) possess higher education (including 10 with a doctor’s or professor’s title) and the
same is true of 23 women senators (nearly 87%, and including 4 with a doctor’s or professor’s
title). Most represented professions among women deputies are teacher, lawyer, doctor,
economist and political scientist and among women senators – teacher, lawyer and manager. The
2001 elections featured a high number of ‘new faces’ among candidates in general and women
candidates in particular (though many of the ‘new’ women candidates would have been
politically active as local councillors and local party activists). Thus, over 60% of women MPs
and over 50% of women senators are serving their first term in the legislature.
5.2 Changes in electoral party politics 
The most important factor contributing to the increase among women representatives are the
changes in internal party regulations and mechanisms of candidate selection towards women in a
number of political parties. While the Labour Union (UP) had used quota of 30% women on
candidate lists already in 1997 elections (when it did not go over the electoral threshold) now its
coalition partner and the predicted winner - The Alliance of Democratic Left (SLD) has followed
suit. At its 1st National Congress in December 1999 the regulation of 30% women candidates on
all electoral lists and 30% of women in all elected party bodies was inscribed into the party
statute. The second provision was to be realised by 2007, by which time, as a party official and
Vice Speaker of Parliament, Marek Borowski, asserted, ‘the party would have enough high
ranking female members to fulfil this obligation. The decision, as Borowski acknowledges
himself, did not go without a degree of opposition among the rank and file members, and was a
top-down decision demanded by the party leadership and the party’s women’s lobby, the
‘Women’s Platform’. Contrary to some members’ warnings, the party reportedly did not have
any problems in filling the quotas, indeed in one district at least (Lód?) the number of female
candidates reached 55%, and it was in general over the 30% level, although it varied among
districts. 
The Labour Union had quota regulations from 1994, and a female vice-president, Izabela Jaruga-
Nowacka who was also a leader of an electoral list of the party in her home constituency of
Gdynia. Overall, the percentage of women candidates was well over the 30 percent minimum,
and most of the women were experienced party members, according to a senate candidate
Zdzis?awa Janowska from Lód?. However, the party’s strategy of putting forward only one
candidate in a winnable position (on the list common with the Alliance of Democratic Left) and
other candidates in purely supportive roles resulted in an under-representation of women in the
position of a ‘key candidate’ or ‘list leader’: among 41 such candidates there were only 8
women, which constitutes 20%. Interestingly, 5 of these eight women did go on to win the seats,
and therefore when we consider the overall number of the new Labour Union MPs – 16, we can
say that women did exceptionally well in becoming a substantial part of this parliamentary club
(30%). 
Perhaps the most important development of this campaign was that not only the left-wing parties
strengthened their commitment to promoting women candidates, but that the centre, liberal
parties did so as well. The traditional intelligentsia-oriented liberal party the Union of Freedom
(UW) did research into its electorate and decided that one way to increase the female vote is to
also introduce the 30 quota for female candidates. In fact, the resolution was opposed by a few
votes at the party’s congress, but the leadership subsequently imposed the quota system anyway,
warning its branches that it may not accept their lists if there are not enough women candidates.
According to one candidate, the party leadership also aimed for at least one woman in the top
three places on each list.. Although the party did in the end manage to put forward over 30% of
women candidates, it fell just below the electoral threshold and did not go into the parliament
(the party was weakened by an emergence of a rival centre formation - the Citizen’s Platform).
Nevertheless, the women candidates were making inroads into a party, which although having a
stable support among the feminised public sector employees and intelligentsia, had previously no
provisions for promoting women candidates. 
Moreover, some progress has been made also within some of those parties that did not introduce
quota. Most notably, the emerging electoral committee Citizen’s Platform (PO) which had a far
more decentralised process of candidate selection (regional pre-elections) also introduced a
bigger number of women on its lists in quite high positions. At the time of its entry into the
parliament women constituted 20 percent of its representatives. PO also declared support for
promoting more women into office by means other then quota. The party achieved the highest
rate of female MPs when matched with the number of female candidates, a development that
definitely deserves further attention. According to the party’s Warsaw MP, Marta Fogler, the
party is very supportive towards female candidates but does not support special mechanisms for
increasing women candidacy. 
The right-wing parties generally did not support any special actions for the promotion of women
candidates, though they traditionally rely on women voters, and try to target the conservative
vote of women. This was also true of the new far-right, ultra-Catholic formation ‘The League of
Polish Families’ which relied on the conservative Catholic electorate centred around the Catholic
radio station ‘Radio Maryja’. Indeed, the policy of most if not all right wing formations was to
disassociate themselves form such mechanisms, while introducing a number female candidates
on their lists, usually not in the top positions. The major right wing parties (Law and Justice,
Solidarity Electoral Action) as well as the populist party (Self-defence) all had districts with no
single woman candidate. The numbers of women on the lists and of women at the top of the lists
for all major parties are presented in the table: 
Table 4. Percent of women candidates on electoral lists for Sejm by party in election 2001
It is clear that the discrepancy between political parties in terms of the number of women
candidates was great, though a beginning of a new trend among the left-wing and centre political
formations could be noticed, where women not only were present on all lists, but either began to
win high positions (as was the case with PO) or were present in substantial numbers in some
districts as well as gaining some top positions (SLD, UP, UW). 
5.3 Women’s lobby in election of 2001 
The most important development of the election of 2001 is the emergence of a visible women’s
political lobby, a diversified one at that. This is a new feature of the Polish political life, as
previously most women’s organisations shied away from explicitly political initiatives, and,
apart from the Informal Group ‘Women Can Do It’ there was lack of sustained lobbying for an
increase in women’s decision making in the public sphere. 
The Pre-election Coalition of Women 
The biggest initiative was the creation of Pre-election Coalition of Women (PKK). Following a
Croatian example and sponsored from United Nation’s Development Fund for Women
(UNIFEM), the coalition was a network of women’s NGOs from all over the country. The aims
of the Coalition ware threefold: making politicians aware of the political strength of women (as
candidates and voters), promoting female candidates and the idea of voting for women, and
monitoring future government on its fulfilment of electoral program on women. 
The uniqueness and strength of the Coalition was due to its civil society base, and its claim to
uniting over 50 women’s organisations. Decisions were made by a program council, composed
of members of some of the major organisations. There were regional centres placed in various
NGOs who planned local actions. Thus, although promotional materials were centrally produced
and distributed to the centres, there was almost a complete freedom as to the design of the local
initiatives. The action was initiated by a demonstration on the 8th of March 2001, and following
the first ‘confrontation’ with party officials at the national women’s NGOs conference in May,
Pre-election Coalition of Women became a political presence. 
Party
Total % of 
women on lists
% of women in 
first 5 positions
Alliance of Democratic Left- Labour Union 36 17
Union of Freedom 31 6,2
Citizen’s Platform 17 15
Law and Justice 18 7
Solidarity Electoral Action 13 5
‘Self-defence’ 20 No data
Polish Peasant Party 18 2
Ligue of Polish Families 24 No data
The coalition explicitly went against the lines of party politics; putting on its leaflets and
advertising all the names of female candidates in particular regions, and it did not claim to
support one particular party. However, the coalition was perceived by some as based on feminist
values and therefore closer to the political left. Indeed, perhaps the most important aspect of this
initiative was its clear cut ideological stance: while supporting all women candidates it also
displayed a clear perspective on gender policy by formulating its key areas in the form of ten
questions used to quiz politicians at election meetings. The members of the coalition sought
interviews with the media, organised electoral events of their own and produced various
promotional materials, from stickers, leaflets, and advertisements in magazines and newspapers
to posters in visible public spaces. 
The coalition constituted the first nation-wide sustained initiative for the increase of women’s
representation in the legislature, and in numerous cases it resulted in activation of women’s
organisations in smaller cities, though there were regional differences in the levels of activity.
The action was noticeable and has continued its work, preparing another, somewhat smaller
campaign ahead of local elections in autumn 2002 while at the same time debating over its future
shape and possibilities of developing a stronger women’s political lobby in Poland. 
‘Women’s Elections’ project 
Apart from PKK, there were other initiatives focusing on the issue of women’s candidacy in the
elections of 2001. For, example, ‘Women’s Elections’ was an independent project of another big
women’s NGO: Women’s Foundation ‘Efka’ from Krakow. The two organisations shared their
ideological commitments though the Krakow initiative was a separate localised project for the
promotion of women’s candidacy in the elections. The aims of the project were the public and
political activation of women, mutual support and networking of women leaders, discussions
among female politicians and local women. 
The meetings organised by the foundation resulted in an exchange of views on women’s issues
and women’s political activism as well as allowed female candidates to present their electoral
programs in a friendly ‘women’s space’. One of the foundation’s actions, was a letter ‘My
Candidate for an MP’ asking women to find active and professional women in their circles who
would make good politicians, another time the participants appointed the first Polish Female
Shadow Cabinet. 
The idea of women voting for female candidates was propagated through an advertising
campaign with posters featuring all Krakow women candidates walking together and a motto
‘Women closer to politics, politics closer to reality’, and stickers stating ‘women want women in
parliament’. After, the elections, the continued in the form of monthly women’s political
discussion meetings, and has resulted in the political activism of women’s groups in Krakow
during the recent local elections, leading to a formation of a women’s electoral committee. 
‘Women run, women vote’ initiative 
Still different initiative aimed at the increase of votes cast for women and was created by an
agreement between several prominent female candidates from various political parties running
for the elections. Thus, it had an exclusively political party base, though according to interviews
with the author of the idea (a Citizen’s Platform politician: Marta Fogler) it was meant to be a
counter-initiative in response to the NGO-based and feminist-oriented PKK. It has been referred
to as a conservative-liberal women’s coalition, though it was created by five candidates spanning
the whole spectrum of political formations (PO, AWSP, SLD-UP, UW and PSL) who signed a
‘pact of non-aggression’, promising not to use negative campaigning against each other. 
This form of coalition between women from very different parties deserves attention as it
suggests that women can cooperate very well outside the party without becoming disloyal to
their party’s program. On the other hand, the initiative became a very good additional campaign
for the candidates. The author of the idea stresses the huge media success of the action and its
ability to support women’s candidacy and encourage women to vote for women, without
supporting explicitly feminist postulates. To this effect, the author’s webpage listed ‘Ten reasons
why it pays to vote for women’ directed at female voters. The reasons include women’s better
understanding of their own and their families’ needs, their good qualifications but also their
ability to ‘soften’ politics as well as to be more concrete and less motivated by personal ambition
then men. It clearly points out that parties may create better conditions for women to become
candidates but the choice belongs to the voters. 
All of the initiatives constitute an extremely important development in Polish politics, as together
they have created a diversified and yet explicitly women-oriented space for the articulation of
political perspectives of women. What is more, due to the media attention and the scope and
variety of their activities they have managed to change the public perception of women in
politics. Arguably, a fashion for women candidates was created, and leaders of political parties
noticed the prestige if not political potential in promoting women among their candidates. The
women activists have possibly constituted one of the most active non-party elements in the
campaign, which is significant taking under consideration two prevailing feelings in the
electorate: apathy, disillusionment and lack of trust for politicians on the one hand and the rise of
support for populist and ultra-nationalist protest parties on the other. Moreover, due to the
cooperation of numerous female politicians and women’s NGOs, a far more visible women’s
lobby remained after the elections. Both NGO initiatives described here are continuing their
activity, focusing on local elections and lobbying the government in cases where women’s
interests are perceived to be at risk. 
Probably the most positive outcome of the women’s pre-election activation is a higher level of
public opinion support for mechanisms of increasing women’s representations which was
registered by an opinion poll at the pre-elections traditionally taking place in the town of Nysa.
PKK added two of their questions to an exit-poll survey of voter attitudes carried out by
Electoral Research Institute. According to the survey, 84% of women and 66% of men agreed
that the representation of women in politics and in positions of power it too low while 69% of
women and 52% of men agreed that political parties should guarantee a certain number of places
on electoral lists for women. 
The elections of September of 2001 were a step towards breaking the political marginalisation of
women. For the first time women’s political interest has become a visible part of the electoral
campaign, by virtue of noticeable changes in the parties’ position on women and the campaigns
by the new women’s lobby. The resulting increase in the percentage of female representatives
deserves serious attention as it may have implications for future trends for women politicians in
Poland. Granted, twenty percent of women representatives fall short of the thirty- percent level
theorised as the ‘critical mass’ of women necessary to have real impact on policies adopted by
the legislature and the style of government. Nevertheless, it represents a relatively high level of
participation for Poland, even compared with communist times, especially if we take the view
that the women in legislatures in transitional Poland possess a higher level of education and
political experience then their counterparts from the previous regime. 
6. From the problem to the solutions: policy evaluation and recommendations 
Having considered the recent changes in the levels of women’s representation in Poland, together
with the difficulties that still surround the issue, we should be able to offer at least some tentative
suggestions on how to change the situation. The problem of under-representation of women in
the legislature as in other decision-making positions cannot be saved without employing special
mechanisms to crate a strategy for change. There are several existing explorations of these
mechanisms, of which particularly useful is the one offered by Joni Lovenduski and Azza
Karam, who concentrate on the rules of parliamentary politics. From this understanding of rules,
they theorise mechanisms of change, centred around the actions of 1) understanding the rules, 2)
using the rules, and 3) changing the rules. But for the purpose of this paper I will use a more
narrow approach concentrating on the selection process hindering women’s representation and
the barriers that have been pointed out as the key statement of the problem in section 3 of this
paper. This understanding of the problem areas should allow us to focus on the possible
solutions. 
Going back to the barriers women face on their path to political power, we have come to
recognise several important issues. Firstly, there are several types of barriers that are interlinked:
structural, cultural and institutional barriers are all present. Secondly, the barriers exist on
several levels of the selection process, starting with the internal pre-selection barrier (barrier no
1: affecting the very decision to get involved) through the internal party selection barrier
(Barrier no 2 affecting women’s placement on the list), and finally the election barrier (barrier
no 3: the voters’ decision affecting women’s entry into the parliament). On this basis, we can say
that there are three groups of actors in the process: the pool of women who could become
potential candidates, the political party leaders, and the electorate. Therefore, a successful
strategy aiming at changing the current state of affairs would need to affect all of the existing
barriers and should have an impact on the three groups of decision-makers. Yet, we have also
argued that it is the institutional barriers and, primarily, the party rules and practices that are of
greatest importance and party leaders are the main gatekeepers to office. 
Generally speaking, we could consider the following mechanisms to help overcome the barriers: 
• ‘Regulatory solutions’: legal solutions imbedded either in the constitution, electoral law,
law on political parties or gender equality legislation. These could be quotas or parity
solutions directly affecting political parties by the obligation to place a certain amount of
women on the lists. 
• ‘Financial solutions’, such as financial incentives for parties for the inclusion of women
coming from government or from civil society, although other incentives such as extra
campaign time on public television can also be envisaged. The incentive would be
another way to persuade political parties to change their gendered selection practices 
• ‘Party-level solutions’, such as internal party quota or gender targets and strategies,
particularly when demanded by other actors, such as the government, coalitions of
women’s groups across party lines and in civil society. 
• ‘Promotional solutions’, such as positive media campaign run by the government or by
women’s groups to help change the existing stereotypes among party leadership and the
society at large, affecting all three groups in actors involved, including women as
potential candidates. 
• ‘training solutions’, training programs for both female candidates from political parties to
boost their self confidence and their media profile as well as their political skills in case
of newcomers to office, shadowing and mentorship by more experienced female
politicians could be an excellent way to achieve these goals. Another training scheme
could be sponsored by the government and aimed at training and sensitising party leaders
to gender equality perspective. 
The regulatory solutions usually receive most theoretical attention, for the obvious reason that
they result in concrete legal changes, including changes in the constitution. Yet, the difficulty in
implementing them is considerable as they require a minimum political will, or ideological
alignment of the government (and the ruling parties) with the principle of gender equality. The
gains of this solution are measurable and present a basis for lobbing on the part of women’s
groups, provided that this solution is accepted by the public opinion to the extent, that it is
politically feasible and does not provoke a backlash reaction either within the political leadership
or the electorate. 
The regulatory solutions in Poland have been on the agenda for several years now, but have been
and continue to be very controversial in the current political establishment. There have already
been two attempts at gender equality legislation in 1997 and 1999. The first proposal did not get
to the stage of the first reading as parliamentary term finished; the second proposal (with
obligatory quota provisions of 30% of each gender on all electoral lists) was rejected in the first
reading by the previous parliament with the right-wing majority. The third bill entered the
parliament as a senate proposal and is awaiting first reading. 
The current bill proposal opts for a parity solution, to be introduced on all electoral lists and in
all government-appointed bodies in three stages. The first stage requires only partial fulfilment of
the parity- 30% of members of one gender, the second stage, from 2004, talks about 40% and the
final fulfilment of the parity principle is to be achieved only in 2011, with 50% of places
guaranteed to members of one gender. Although the Parliamentary Women’s Group has some
hopes of passing the bill, the political support of the solutions it proposes in the area of women’s
representation is far from secure. The bill marks a change of the preferred mechanism from quota
to the parity principle, but the reason for this change of strategy is not clear. Another weakness
of the bill is that while following the French example in the legal dimension, the bill does not
have a constitutional change backing up the application of parity. Thus it seems extremely
probable that the bill will be rejected during one of the readings on the grounds of constitutional
equal treatment of men and women or even if passed will be taken to constitutional court at the
first opportunity. Despite the current lobbing process undertaken by the Parliamentary Group of
Women and women’s organisations, negative views on this measure bill are widespread in the
media. We may conclude that this strategy is not successful, because it is not well designed, well
timed and has low political feasibility. 
Moreover, there are also financial solutions to the problem or other incentives that can be
envisaged. For example, rather then controlling or regulating the numbers of women on the lists,
a government could reward parties with a critical mass of women on the lists (or at the top of the
lists) with extra funding, higher thresholds for external funding, or extra campaign time on public
television. This solution could affect political as much as regulation in enticing them to put
forward more women candidates. Nevertheless, this solution may be as politically difficult to
implement as any form of legal regulation without some provision of ‘positive discrimination’ in
the law on political parties or, in fact, in the constitution. Although this solution had once been
suggested by one politician in Parliament, it has never been considered as an option since. 
Political solutions such as internal party quota or gender targets may also increase the number of
female representatives, especially if implemented across the political spectrum. They are less
politically challenging to implement as political parties have freedom in accepting and designing
their own strategy, and the competitive behaviour between parties of similar ideological
alignment might work to further strengthen the trend. Indeed, in the Polish case, Labour of Union
introduced the quota for the first time and the main left-wing formation, the Alliance of
Democratic Left followed suit and even the peasant party, who never introduced a female
candidate into parliament in the last ten years, has recently introduced quota for female
candidates in the last local elections. Moreover, what seems to have worked in Poland where
regulation was absent, was the activism of women’s organisations and women politicians, who
formed coalitions and ran their own pro-women electoral campaigns. This seems to have further
stimulated political parties to start paying some attention to the role and number of female
candidates on their lists. The one disadvantage of proposing this mechanism is that it leaves more
space for parties to opt out. However, if the recommendation for internal party regulation of
some kind (without specifying the targets) was to be put forward in gender equality legislature,
the pressure could still be exerted on all political parties. The positive outcome of this is in
maintaining pressure on political parties while still leaving space for evaluation of parties on
their progress to gender equality. Finally, this solution could be applied as either a substitute or a
preparatory solution to any regulation, as positive experiences from those parties who achieved
greater gender equality without external regulation should help popularise the concept of quota
solutions. 
The promotional solutions affecting the position of women within the parties by influencing the
public opinion on women candidates should not be underestimated. These could include
government campaigns run by gender equality offices boosting the public image of female
politicians and promoting the idea of voting for women (where this is an option for the voters).
Similarly, campaigns of this sort can and have been run by non-governmental organisations and
women’s groups. Part of the Pre-Election Coalition of Women’s campaign was exactly this form
of action. The success of the media campaigns run by the women’s organisations and the obvious
rise in the trust of the electorate towards female candidates should be noticed and strengthened,
by both the women’s groups and the Government Office for Equal Status of Men and Women.
This solution is so important and so effective, because it affects the societal culture as such,
changing public opinion and the existing stereotypes on women in politics. Therefore, it may
affect the decisions of all three groups of actors: women as potential candidates, party leaders
and the electorate at large; which means that it impacts all three barriers in the selection process. 
Finally, training solutions are another way to influence the actors involved, primarily women as
potential candidates and the party leadership as key decision-makers. Although training is an
excellent way to boost women’s confidence by enhancing their skills and, more importantly,
providing and arena for building networks and developing relationships with more mature
politicians, this solution has not been applied by the government in Poland. Instead, women’s
organisations have taken up the role of activating leadership potential among women. Training
for political party leaders has not yet been envisaged as an option, and most of the time the
politicians and party leaders lack necessary information and knowledge on gender equality
mechanisms. 
All in all, without either a dramatic change in political perception of the quota or parity solutions
and without more grassroots pressure by women’s groups, regulation will be difficult to be
implemented. At the same time, party-level solutions could be applied as they are already
politically acceptable. At the same time, other strategies would need to be noticed and utilised in
order to make political career more appealing to a larger number of potential women candidates
and to further improve the public opinion on women in office as well as further increase the
percentage of votes cast for female candidates. In simple words, women need to be persuaded
that they are successful public figures, the party leaders have to be persuaded that women are
potentially successful politicians and the electorate needs to be persuaded that women are
successful representatives. Changes among any of these groups are likely to reinforce each other
but the primary decision-makers are still the party-leaders. 
7. Conclusion 
This paper aimed to analyse the problem of inadequate representation of women as seen on the
example of transitional Poland, and to offer some evaluations and suggestions on the process of
lobbying for mechanisms to solve the problem. To this end, we have outlined the key arguments
for the inclusion of a critical mass of women in the legislature, and the several layers of barriers
that can prevent this inclusion. Following that, we have analysed the developments in Poland
over the past ten years, in particular, the progress made during the last elementary elections. This
background information, together with the more general understanding of the problem has led us
to evaluating the current policy changes and to offering suggestions on what elements would
make a more successful strategy. In short, the issue is to design a strategy which would generate
change among all of the actors involved in the selection process of women, and by doing so to
help dismantle all of the existing barriers to the greatest possible extent. A successful strategy of
this kind would need to help more women overcome their initial lack of self-belief, provide more
pressure on the level of political leadership in order to include adequate numbers of women on
electoral lists in winnable places, and, persuade the electorate to further change their perceptions
of women politicians so that more women would actually be elected. 
What is interesting in the case we have outlined, the levels of women’s representation have risen
after last parliamentary elections, due to changes in political party practices and due to
increasingly visible women’s political lobby. What has emerged, is the picture of political parties
as the main institutions controlling women’s access to political representation that need to be
changed and that can successfully be changed. The women’s lobby is also important, both as an
alternative political venue for the articulation of women’s interests then the parties themselves
and more importantly as a catalyst for change in the public opinion and in political parties.
Unfortunately, the current proposal of a Bill on Equal Status of Men and Women is likely to be
either unsuccessful or ineffective because there is no adequate support for regulatory solutions
applied across the board. However, there is at the moment no discussion of alternative solutions,
or best solutions that could be applied. And, without a comprehensive strategy taking all the
barriers women face into account, as well as being well rooted in the political conditions of the
country, it will not be possible to achieve gender-balanced political representation in Poland for a
long time.
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